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Prolonged rain and flooding has resulted in many 
fields that will go unplanted this year. Farmers in this 
situation need to weigh not only their program and 
insurance options (“prevented planting”), but should 
also assess agronomic options to ensure long-term 
productivity from this difficult situation.

Producers should explore the benefits of planting a 
cover crop that has the potential to capture applied 
nutrients, fix nitrogen, build organic matter, control 
weeds, control erosion and/or improve soil health 
and biology during the remainder of the season. 
These together can build considerable yield potential 
for following crops. With the potential “prevented 
planting” payment and the improved yield potential 
following a full season “green manure” crop, their 
economic potential for the whole rotation could be 
considerable.

A key soil health concept is to ensure that there is veg-
etation green and growing during all times of the year.

Building vs. Losing Topsoil
As excessive rainfall runoff or flood waters cut across 
unprotected fields, the top soil may have been lost 
from erosion and scouring. With the productive 
topsoil lost, so too are the nutrients, organic matter, 
and soil biology. If tillage is applied to these water-
damaged fields to control weeds or smooth them 
out, even relatively flat soils will lose carbon, nitrogen 
and biomass.

Above-ground biomass of cover crops helps protect 
the soil from further sun, wind and water damage.

Selecting high bio-mass cover crop mixes will rebuild 
topsoil. Cover crops, especially if no-tilled, will add 
organic biomass both above and below ground to 
rebuild topsoil quicker than if left to grow weeds or 
especially if left with no cover.

Avoid removing biomass from the field by harvesting 
for forage or grain before Nov. 1, which will reduce 
the organic matter benefits, and instead consider 
killing or mowing prior to seed-head formation, 
particularly if reseeding could be incompatible with 
subsequent crops. This will also ensure rapid decom-
position and leave more nutrients in the roots that 
are available to soil organisms and subsequent crops. 
Grazing is not a concern because biomass and nutri-
ents are returned to the soil.

Soil Biology, Structure and Compaction
Many fields saturated for long periods lose soil organ-
isms that create soil macro-pores and cycle nutrients 
and lose beneficial soil biology, such as mycorrhizal 
fungi and rhizobia bacteria that build structure and 
tilth. Without these organisms, the soils are very sub-
ject to compaction, crusting, and high bulk density 
problems.
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Producers are advised to check with their 
crop insurance agents on prevented plant-
ing requirements and harvest restrictions 
for cover crops.
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